A geriatric special-care unit: experience in a university hospital.
Responding to a perceived need for specialized care for the acutely ill elderly, a 14-bed geriatric special-care unit was established in the University of Massachusetts Hospital in January 1980. Patients were selected for admission after assessment of their potential to benefit from restorative care. Most patients were admitted from the emergency room or outpatient clinics or were scheduled admissions; a few were in-hospital transfers. This report deals with a retrospective analysis of the first 514 admissions (431 patients) to the unit. Admissions by major service were: Medicine, 64 per cent; Surgery, 14 per cent; Neurology, 10 per cent; Orthopedics, 7 per cent; and other, 5 per cent. Approximately 64 per cent of patients were between the ages of 70 and 84. The overall average length of stay per admission was 11.5 days. Mortality rate of patients undergoing surgery (n = 125) was 4 per cent. The percentage of admissions that were discharged home was 78.7 per cent. Only 7.3 per cent of admissions were discharged to a nursing home, when those that were admitted to the unit from a nursing home are excluded. The authors conclude that a special nursing unit for acutely ill elderly patients may serve several purposes in a university hospital: overall patient care may be improved; length of hospital stay may be shortened; and medical students, housestaff, and attending physicians may gain an opportunity to learn the fundamentals of geriatric medicine as demonstrated by the staff of the unit.